D issertation students are always in an awkward position. As learners they know who they must please if their dissertation is ever going to be approved. But students of qualitative inquiry have an added burden if their committee includes faculty members with quantitative expertise (rather than qualitative knowledge) and who are sometimes intimidating with their misguided advice. Students who are unlucky enough to have such a committee may fall headlong into a true dilemma. These students know, for instance, that they should not be selecting participants randomly, but rather using a purposeful or theoretical sampling technique; they know that the demographic characteristics of the population is not relevant to the dimensions by which they should be choosing their sample; they know that it is not very meaningful to count how many participants said this or that-and the list goes on. But Dr. Loudmouth insists on the student using these erroneous strategies-strategies that are systematically invalidating the qualitative study. And the other members of the committee are either agreeing with Dr. Loudmouth or sitting quietly and letting it happen.
Sleepless nights ensue. The student complains to her friend. "Just do as they say, get the degree, and get out," she advises. That's the easy way to handle such problems, but could a student live with herself?
"Change your committee-and your supervisor," another suggests, but the student knows that this could be a prolonged political quagmire involving deans and graduate schools. And who on the faculty would subsequently take on such an assertive, troublesome student? At worst, the student may find himself without a committee.
More advice: "Teach your committee how to do it right," and the student briefly considers storming the next meeting with a pile of books supporting her position, but she lacks both tact and courage.
"Become slippery" is the worst suggestion. "Use a random sample-but call it a 'convenience' sample in your publications. Of course, 'convenience' takes on a new meaning!" Clearly, being a student with an ignorant committee makes her compromise more than her research design.
I often receive e-mails seeking support about how to handle such situations, and from my perspective I cannot know the true dynamics of each conflicted committee. Only the student, by making separate appointments with each of the members, would be able to truly understand each member's knowledge base, position on the issue, and where his or her allies are in each conflict.
For what they are worth, here are some suggestions that may ease the situation.
Students
If an inappropriate suggestion is made in a committee, say immediately, "That is a very interesting suggestion, Dr. Loudmouth. May I come and discuss it further with you tomorrow?" This takes the issue off the table before the other committee members realize that they should take sides. Then go home and think of 50 reasons why you should not do what Dr. Loudmouth suggests. Make the appointment to go see him and hopefully, in the privacy of the office, without the need for grandstanding, the issue will disappear before it becomes a real issue. The problem is, the dynamics of dissertation committees are such that some members feel they have to contribute something to the student's design-and contribute it in front of others-whether it be appropriate or not.
If this strategy does not work, go the strongest qualitative person on your committee-yes you MUST have at least one-and solicit his or her assistance and support with the issue. Confrontation is essential at this point, so gather all of the players that you can muster on your team.
As a last resort, make an appointment with the strongest qualitative faculty member on campus, and visit them with your advisor. (If you are in luck, this person will insist that your advisor also attends the meeting.) Explain your position, and listen carefully to her advice. As a last-ditch effort for support, you may think of adding this person to your committee.
Faculty
If you are chairing a committee on which Dr. Loudmouth is a member, you realize that it is your responsibility-not the student's-to teach Dr. Loudmouth a few principles of qualitative inquiry. Hopefully you will have recognized that inviting Dr. Loudmouth may be problematic in the first place. But what to do? Barbara Bowers (2008) recommends getting the student started on data collection, and calling an analytic meeting with the dissertation committee once a few interviews have been collected. This allows Dr. Loudmouth to see how the process of analysis occurs before the student gets too far into the study. If Dr. Loudmouth is still resistant to the mechanisms of qualitative design, then the student has no option but to replace him or her. But if Dr. Loudmouth is receptive to learning how analysis works, and subsequently understands qualitative modes of doing research, the problem is solved.
Of course, quantitative principles are so ingrained that I feel you would be lucky if the above strategy worked. But what is unacceptable is that the student is placed in the position of teaching the committee; after all, students are the ones paying tuition in this scenario, and should be getting something for their money. What is unacceptable is that the students bear the brunt of faculty disagreements and paradigm wars. What is unacceptable is that the student's research ethics and moral codes are compromised as a result of these conflicts. What is unacceptable is that there is a lack of respect for principles of qualitative inquiry.
These problems are not student problems, but ours.
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